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Abstract: This paper develops the theory of liminality as a guideline for revitalising disused urban
fabrics in historic cities. Since Middle Eastern historic cities exist as a transitional phenomenon, spatial
liminality is identified as an epistemological tool for their investigation. This paper sets up a mixed-
method approach based on questionnaire surveys and field studies in twelve urban blocks in historic
Yazd and Kashan. Using an interpretive historical study, it is verified that, during the premodern
eras, spatial liminality has been synonymous with the formation of sense of place/citizenship, mainly
generated as a result of the existence of in-between spaces in historic cities, which, in turn, could
have facilitated the rites of passage for residents. In a quantitative layer, the correlation between
dilapidated abandoned buildings (DABs) (i.e., disused urban fabrics) and sense of place/citizenship
is investigated in case studies, which unfolds associations that lack of sense of place amongst local
communities could convey to the meaning of spatial liminality. The analysis demonstrates DABs
are associated with lack of spatial liminality, contributing to the breakdown of sense of community
identification/place. Therefore, DABs need to be reutilized while maintaining their heritage values.
The discourse identifies in-between spaces that once facilitated spatial liminality and demonstrates a
guideline for revitalising historic cities. This study put forward a theoretical contribution that enables
the use of spatial liminality to guide the understanding and management of historic cities.

Keywords: dilapidated abandoned buildings (DABs); spatial liminality; territorial interdependence;
revitalization; historic city

1. Introduction

The transformation of Middle Eastern cities was initiated during the 19th century,
where Islamic preindustrial cities started to transform into modern cities. From the 1970s
onwards, the proportion of people living in urban areas in the Middle East, particularly in
Iran, has risen rapidly. Consequently, historic Middle Eastern cities have become subject
to an exogenous phenomenon [1]. Ever since, the historic cores inside a lot of (major or
minor) contemporary cities have mainly been subject to gradual decay, with an exodus of
population and abandonment of buildings for more than half a century [2]. As a result,
today, large areas of historic areas can be considered as dilapidated abandoned buildings
(DABs) [3–5]. Today, due to such a vast proportion of DABs, historic cities in the Middle
East have been transformed into disaggregated and fragmentary areas that have remained
unattended or have been filled by new developments that have inharmonious relationships
with surrounding environs. Therefore, DABs and their relevant redevelopment regulations
are conceptually challenging, and have been largely neglected within the socio-spatial
planning context of historic cities [6,7].

In Iranian historic urban areas, similar to other historic cities in the Middle East, several
factors contribute to a lack of sense of belonging to place and citizenship among residents,

Land 2023, 12, 931. https://doi.org/10.3390/land12040931 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/land

https://doi.org/10.3390/land12040931
https://doi.org/10.3390/land12040931
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/land
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4271-0337
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3213-8090
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9008-0064
https://doi.org/10.3390/land12040931
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/land
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/land12040931?type=check_update&version=1


Land 2023, 12, 931 2 of 17

which makes original inhabitants leave historic areas [8]. Such lack of sense of place could
occur as a result of lack of neighbourhood satisfaction, which may be generated as a result of
the rapid growth of poor households, the deterioration of physical structures, the existence
of DABs [9,10], or lack of infrastructure and social capital [11]. Moreover, inefficient
planning models along with such socio-spatial problems encourage mass emigration of
original residents to city fringe developments and generate larger extents of DABs in
Iranian historic cities. Consequently, the contemporary correlations between the extent of
DABs and the emigration of original residents need to be considered a serious issue [12].
Here, DABs have become a tangible-dependent variable suspended between past and
present, which arguably accelerates the formation of socio-spatial vulnerability by creating
physical dilapidation and dissatisfaction on the part of residents [9].

Despite great efforts, several factors have caused further segregated and underutilised
heritage areas in Iran. First, the revitalisation of historic cities in Iran is not seen as a priority
among relevant government agencies, either because of the obsolete image of historic areas
among the public or lack of technical and institutional capability to come to grips with
such a complex mix of physical and social problems [13]. Second, decision-makers are
rarely provided with technical approaches and institutional tools that could demonstrate
the viability of alternative, more appropriate models of intervention. This has hastened
the development of cities far beyond the historic areas and contributed to an unreasonable
urban sprawl [3]. Third, revitalisation programs in historic Iranian cities have been limited
to document heritage contexts, providing building regulations, and defining heritage
buffer zones. Plans have concentrated on pedestrianisation, place-making, and façade
restoration [14]. Fourth, there has been an underlying emphasis on physical linear renewal
and delivery of flagship projects as a prevalent approach, mainly employed by the central
government [15]. However, various moves toward redevelopment have undermined
historic Iranian cities.

Therefore, the broad aim of this research is to provide an innovative method for
understanding such socio-spatial vulnerability associated with DABs that can facilitate
strategies for revitalising historic cities. This study aims to determine the extent to which
liminality can inform revitalisation projects and processes against the formation of DABs.
Accordingly, this article focuses on studying the correlation between lack of sense of
belonging to the place/citizenship and the extent of DABs, which can be exclusively
associated with the transitory–liminal situations related to the emigration of residents.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Theoretical Backgrounds: Socio-Spatial Revitalisation of Historic Cities

Since the 18th century, several global schools of thought have reiterated a need for
the revitalisation of heritage sites and cultural properties [11]. The methods of urban
revitalisation in historic cities may include several approaches, from mere preservation
to physical intervention or a combination of both [16]. Cultural heritage values should
direct levels of intervention for the revitalisation of historic cities, and any intervention
that would lessen or compromise such values is objectionable and should not occur [17].
It is crucial to understand that the preservation of cultural heritage sites and objects is
underpinned by values projected by the public onto essentially inanimate objects that are
not static but possess mutable qualities on an intergenerational scale [18].

Since the 1970s, historic cities in the Middle East have undergone a reassessment
of their importance [3]. In the 21st century, historic revitalisation is largely associated
with city planning and development. Advocates promote preservation as a key driver of
urban revitalisation; however, there is a shortage of empirical research that addresses this
connection, especially in an Iranian setting [3]. In this respect, the progressive development
of regeneration programs created awareness of the impossibility of separating historic
centres (either in analytical or in planning terms) from their municipal, territorial, and
social contexts, which are linked by mutual, deep relationships [18]. Nonetheless, today,
identity generation and empowerment of local communities have become an indispensable
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part of any regeneration program, especially in the case of old city centres or other historic
environments at risk of abandonment [2].

2.2. Liminality as a Theoretical Tool in Historic Cities

As discussed earlier, the transformation of historic Middle Eastern cities was the result
of social-spatial changes caused by the industrial age, despite changes in architectural
fabrics occurring naturally and organically during previous centuries [15]. Such socio-
spatial disruptions generated an ever-widening chasm between past and future, pulled the
present of historic cities apart, and emptied it of many of its essential qualities. Historic
areas in Middle Eastern cities can thus be assumed to be entities suspended in-between the
premodern and contemporary epochs [9], neither entirely losing their traditional properties
(e.g., unique structures/land grains/narrow roads), nor capable of adapting themselves to
the surrounding modern built environment. Liminality can thus draw new insights into
understanding spatial and temporal transitions between heritage fabrics and spaces of
everyday life [6,19]. As a result, liminality is a suitable tool for understanding socio-spatial
vulnerability in the context of urban regeneration in historic Iranian/Middle Eastern cities,
whereby DABs can meaningfully reflect the liminal qualities of life. Here, a gap in the
relevant scholarship is the relationship between the extent of DABs and the formation of
socio-spatial vulnerability, which can be examined using spatial liminality [19].

In anthropology, liminality is used as a measure for understanding the vulnerability of
individuals or social groups, living in limbo, among (and in interaction with) other human
beings [20]. Arnold Van Gennep [21] first coined liminality, upon which he distinguished
rites that mark the passage of an individual or social group from one status to another.
Following van Gennep, by coining spatial liminality, Thomassen [22] indicated the third
dimension of liminality as place, moving beyond the dichotomy of time and event as the
foundations of liminality. Thomassen noted van Gennep’s specification that liminality
is essentially a spatial concept, demonstrating that, perhaps, the physical passage of a
threshold somehow preceded the rites that demarcate a symbolic or spiritual passage.

By elaborating on “spatial liminality”, Thomassen advanced Karl Jaspers’ theory of
axial ages, demonstrating that there are substantial grounds to believe that Jaspers’ axial
age theory could be comprehended using liminality [22], suggesting that in-between spatial
positioning could be the primary cause for the simultaneous generation of rites of transition
among neighbouring societies.

In addition, Stavrides suggested that in-betweenness can indeed become activated
by the unblocking of the paralysed potentialities of a threshold space [23]. He further
described how a threshold space can generate socio-spatial conditions in which people
undergo the transition from one social identity to another, and suggested that societies
explicitly control these transitional periods by regulating rites of passage to ensure that
liminal people pass to a different social role without threatening social reproduction [23].
Stavrides believes that such threshold spaces could be marked by experiences of social
liminality in which in-between spaces do not merely circumscribe a defined area of use,
but instead offer a passage from one social status to another [24].

Thus, in-between places are spaces with the power to institute comparisons and encourage
new relations/communications between different people. Here, a threshold space connects and
separates individuals at the same time [25]. Thus, thresholds as prearranged structures enable
societies symbolically construct their experience of negotiation and, simultaneously, material
artefacts that allow negotiations and generational changes to take place [23].

Threshold spaces can thus offer areas for conciliation and encounters with other-
ness, which may be created between permeable and evolving identities. In this sense,
distinctive cultures can infuse/diffuse across borders and among adjacent interdependent
communities [26]. Consequently, porous in-between spaces can arguably be seen to be
specifically relevant to the formation of spatial liminality by generating socio-spatial in-
terdependence that, in the past, brought meaning to space in Middle Eastern medieval
cities/neighbourhoods, and thus be productive of place formation [6].
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2.3. The Formation of Liminal Middle Eastern States

In contrast to the condition of modern territorial states, territorialities of medieval
states in the Middle East can be clearly described by spatial liminality, characterised by
osmotic borders and territorial interdependence that together facilitate rites of passage
amongst neighbouring states. In addition, rites of passage are here, as opposed to the
physical crossing of borders, including a real-life transition. Therefore, in a historic city, it
seems that liminality operates at different scales: civic/communal (e.g., religious groups
and subgroups), as well as national and transnational [6].

Generally, in Middle Eastern historic cities, the social interconnections between het-
erogeneous communities were established by private, blind alleys, or semi-private spaces,
such as lanes. Cul-de-sacs were regarded strictly as an extension of the household’s private
space and could be a place for social interaction between local women and children [27]. As
citizens moved from blind alleys to lanes, social relations increased from extended families
(or several related families) in blind alleys to more diverse families in semi-private lanes
(Figure 1). As residents bypassed these lanes and passages, they became concentrated in
small squares that caused even more collisions and formed subsequent social relations
amongst diverse neighbourhoods [28].
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Figure 1. The cul-de-sac worked as a semi-private space in historic Iranian cities, while tiny squares
provided access to dwellings and generated social groupings. Maps show the somehow untouched
condition of these cities in 2018 [6].

Therefore, public and semi-public roads could accommodate interneighbourhood
interactions, thanks to adjacent shops, mosques, caravanserai, schools, and other public
spaces, which made such small communities/neighbourhoods interdependent [29]. As
a result, most urban traffic used major thoroughfares, roads, and in-between spaces to
link important areas for commercial or religious purposes, while neighbourhoods were
accessible only by immediate cohorts in a distinct community (Figure 2) [30]. Consequently,
diverse communities could establish intergroup negotiations and have access to communal
spaces, namely public squares, neighbourhood centres, bazaars, mosques, and schools,
using connecting roads [27].
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Figure 2. Heterogeneous neighbourhoods in the medieval city of Yazd (right) and Kashan (left) were
formed as a result of the accumulation of people with mutual religious identities or similar types of
occupations in one place [31].

From a road network system perspective, in historic cities, three types of roads are
identifiable: firstly, public roads that connected major neighbourhoods and could be
extended as traditional bazaars or stretched to a city gate; secondly, semi-public roads
that interconnected public roads and facilitated access to neighbourhoods, including local
shops, which also served as a neighbourhood centre for social interaction, a playground for
children, and/or a stage for jugglers or street vendors; and thirdly, dead-end alleyways, or
semi-private roads branched out from semi-public roads, that provided access to a cluster
of private houses [14]. Not unlike roads, the territorial implication of open spaces in historic
cities is apparent in the functionality of in-between spaces (e.g., courtyards) and across
scales, containing private, semi-private, and public areas in historic cities [32]. In a historic
Middle Eastern city, courtyards facilitated multipurpose spaces for communal relations,
group games, social entertainment, religious rituals, commercial activities and trades,
ceremonial events, and interneighbourhood collaborations/negotiations. A courtyard
could have facilitated socio-ethical arrangements for extended families (or smaller social
groups) to live mutually around a semi-private threshold space. Here, in-between spaces
tend to generate complex borders among neighbourhoods, while in most cases, these
boundaries are not accurate [31]. Within a traditional neighbourhood, small courtyards in
cul-de-sacs functioned as semi-private spaces, used by all the inhabitants of surrounding
dwellings for social and recreational activities. These tiny squares, surrounded by and
providing access to dwellings/buildings in old cities, generated social values by enhancing
socio-spatial associations between residents (Figure 3) [27].

Therefore, those hierarchical divisions arguably reflect that in-between spaces some-
how facilitated spatial liminality inside neighbourhoods within historic cities during the
medieval era and became porous membranes that led to the facilitation of the rites of
passage among social groups (Figure 4) [31].
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2.4. Social Aspects of Spatial Liminality

Spatial aspects of liminality as a substructure for social interaction involve widespread
social ramifications that emerge once people cross a threshold [33]. In this respect, social
aspects of liminality in historic cities had been relevant to the formation of sense of place,
engendered by socio-spatial exchanges, that may occur within in-between spaces.
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The design of those cities thus reinforced the sense of citizenship by implementing
special zoning practices, including building semi-private quarters or blocks allocated to
cohorts according to their ethnic/citizenship origin. Accordingly, such neighbourhood zon-
ing became socially ideal, as each social group was accustomed to maintaining strong ties
between its members, preferring to live in a territory close to each other. However, the impli-
cation of such communitarian design practices, e.g., neighbourhood zoning (that generated
the territoriality of social groups), and the consequent intergroup negotiations/relations
(via in-between spaces) fostered multiple communities in historic cities to live together,
which culminated in medieval diversity [34].

Based on the above discussion on liminality, it could be assumed that rites of pas-
sage (generated via spatial liminality) for communities, as described by Thomassen [33],
had occurred as a consequence of socio-spatial intergroup relationships within threshold
spaces, which occurred amongst social groups (made up of individual citizens) separated
by spatial territorialities. Here, Thomassen’s [33] discussion regarding in-between spatial
positioning, in-between spaces, and the formation of interacting/liminal societies as sig-
nifying territorial interdependence, is not dissimilar to what Stavrides [35] described as
“heterotopia”, by which he refers to interdependent places that maintain osmotic bound-
aries/territorialities while generating porous urban spaces, suitable for “acts of encounter”
between communities. Stavrides refers to Foucault’s assertion that “heterotopias always
presuppose a system of opening and closing that isolates them and makes them penetrable
at one and the same time”: those “other places”, therefore, are simultaneously connected
to and separated from the places from which they differ [35]. Here, such resemblances
between descriptions of the two thinkers of liminality (Thomassen and Stavrides) verify
that rites of passage in both cases could represent spatial liminality as specified in this
article, must have at least five intrinsic qualities: Firstly, within heterotopia, medieval
Middle Eastern states/neighbourhoods and centres of axial ages, several unique social
groups need to coexist. Secondly, individuals within such distinct social groups receive a
special membership in terms of being a right-bearing citizen of the community. Thirdly,
such heterogeneous communities should be bounded by specific territorialities that make
certain places different from other places [5]. Fourthly, for the survival of such social groups,
different socio-spatial interactions need to be established. Fifthly, (and most importantly
in our discussion) the existence of threshold and osmotic (in-between) spaces becomes
necessary for the improvisation of such socio-spatial interactions. Such qualities clearly
show the relational status of spatial liminality in heterotopia, medieval Middle Eastern
states/cities and identity societies of an axial age (Table 1).

Table 1. Five essential elements of spatial liminality, as developed in this paper.

Components of
Spatial Liminality Heterotopia Axial Ages Middle Eastern States Neighbourhoods in

Middle Eastern Cities

Citizenship/membership

Membership of the
heterotopia as opposed
to the surrounding
spaces of normality.

Membership of a specific
civilization or religion

Membership of a
specific state

Membership of a specific
neighbourhood/
community

Formation of
interdependent
social/identity groups

Social groups in
neighbourhoods

Larger societies,
nationalities Interdependent states

Interdependent
neighbour-
hoods/communities

Formation of
territoriality

Physical areas inside the
boundaries of
neighbourhoods

Continents, countries or
larger geographic–ethnic
regions

Countries and States
Physical areas inside the
boundaries of
neighbourhoods

Formation of
socio-spatial
interactions

Interneighbourhood
relationships (e.g.,
trades, negotiations,
games, etc.)

International discourses,
large-scale wars, trades,
and religious debates

Interstate discourses,
regional wars, trades,
and religious debates

Interneighbourhood
relationships (e.g.,
trades, negotiations,
games, etc.)

In-between/threshold
spaces as places of
negotiation/interactions

In-between public
spaces among
neighbourhoods

Thresholds in-between
countries (e.g.,
Mesopotamia)

In between
boundary zones

In-between public
spaces among
neighbourhoods (e.g.,
roads and courtyards)
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3. Materials and Methods

The current research aims to analyse complex issues within the boundaries of his-
toric cities; therefore, a mixed methodology is proposed. Initially, following the approach
of Creswell (2003), the current inquiry includes characteristics of interpretive historical
research by making use of multiple historic sources of evidence covering spatial liminal-
ity. Here, case study research can also be used as an empirical inquiry that inspects a
contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident [36]. The research questions were
addressed using street surveys and field observation to reveal the associations that lack
of sense of belonging to a place could convey to the meaning of spatial liminality in Yazd
and Kashan. For measuring sense of belonging to place/citizenship associated with DABs,
several quantifiable tools are proposed in this inquiry, including the percentage of areas
occupied by local residents, the percentage of DABs (i.e., independent variables), as well as
questionnaires measuring levels of sense of place satisfaction amongst local residents (as
dependent variables) in all case studies.

3.1. Case Study Selection

The case study selection procedure in this research aims to cover a wide range of
population densities in historic Iranian cities. Thus, historic Kashan and Yazd were selected
as larger case studies that accommodate lower and mid-range populations, respectively,
while possessing the largest areas of urban heritage areas in Iran (Figure 5).
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At the next level, the selection procedure aims to capture the maximum variation of
DABs in historic cities, thus singling out urban tissues with higher, medium, and lower
percentages of DABs in Yazd and Kashan. Accordingly, Darb-i-Isfahan, Mohtasham, and
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Posht-i-Mashhad-i-paeen are selected as urban tissues that, respectively, developed higher
(27%), medium (15%), and lower (4%) percentages of DABs in Kashan as previously
measured by Mirmiran [12]. Godal-i-Mosalla, Dolat-Abad, and Gonbad-i-Sabz were also
selected as urban tissues that, respectively, developed higher (25%), medium (17%), and
lower (10%) percentages of DABs in Yazd, as calculated by Behzadfar [11].

After selecting a variety of urban tissues (that characterise a broad range of DABs), smaller
urban elements need to be investigated as tangible case studies. In Middle Eastern historic
cities, an urban block could be conceived as a group of several dwellings including semi-private
and in-between spaces [27]. Such clusters thus best represent the smallest identifiable urban
component that forms traditional neighbourhoods, known as urban blocks [37].

Consequently, two urban blocks were nominated in each selected tissue, which should
have developed a higher and lower percentage of DABs per urban block, to capture
the maximum variation of disused areas. The selection criteria were based on two logical
aspects: (1) the reliable size of urban blocks (should have areas between 15,000 to 60,000 m2)
and (2) the intaction quality of roads and physical structures, which can indicate public
segregation, as a result of lack of vehicular accessibility. Consequently, twelve sample
blocks were chosen for further investigation. Among all selected cases, six blocks are
positioned in Kashan (B-1 and B-2 in Darb-i-Isfahan, B-15 and B-16 in Mohtasham, B-3
and B-5 Posht-i-Mashhad-i-paeen urban tissues), as calculated by Mirmiran [12] (Figure 6
(left)). Another six blocks are located in Yazd including Godal-i-Mosalla (B-30 and B-43),
Dolat-Abad (B-9 and B-28), and Gonbad-i-sabz (B-8 and B-47) urban tissues, as measured
by Behzadfar [11] (Figure 6 (right)).
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3.2. Data Collection

Two primary methods of data collection were implemented, namely questionnaire sur-
veys and field observations. Consequently, two categories of data were gathered, namely
spatial and attitudinal. Spatial data were collected using field studies along with the
observation of nonparticipant behaviours, aimed at exploring the extent of local Iranian set-
tlements against the proportion of DABs in selected urban blocks. Attitudinal items ask for
the respondent’s attitudes and perceptions on sense of belonging to the place/citizenship.
In Iranian historic areas, residents can be classified into two major groups: (a) refugees or
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non-Iranian disadvantaged communities, and (b) local Iranian-born residents [6]. To avoid
complications, in this article, the second group is recognised thus as the subject of spatial
liminality in historic cities, although in many circumstances, non-Iranian residents could
also be liminal.

Data were gathered based on five questions and in line with what Behzadfar [11], Mirmi-
ran [12], and Tavassoli [38] suggested—previous definitions that can measure spatial liminality:

• “Why did you move to historic areas?” highlights lesser levels of sense of belonging
to place amongst residents by identifying people who have settled in purely for
occupying cheaper housing opportunities.

• “What are the most chronic problems in historic areas?” and “what does make your
neighbourhood unsafe?” represent residents’ perceptions regarding the sense of
place satisfaction.

• “What do you think about dilapidated abandoned buildings?” signifies the sense of
place satisfaction amongst local residents regarding DABs that characterize a real or
perceived lack of safety.

• “Do you swap house to reach an equal accommodation option outside historic areas?”
reflects a sense of place identity among residents.

Since the average number of properties (i.e., statistical subject matter in this research)
in each sample block can reach about 100, the overall statistical target population reached
about 1200, wherein street surveys should be conducted. In a statistical target setting with
a population of about 1200, the optimal sample size of about 120 properties (10% of the
overall statistical population) seems reliable [39]. Thus, street surveys were conducted
among residents of 141 properties including 61 residences in Kashan and 80 residences
in Yazd. This research includes street surveys; therefore, ethical approval, from human
participants was sought (see Appendix A).

4. Results

By making use of historical sources and nonquantifiable information, this research
involves a detailed examination of the theory of spatial liminality and its relationship with
in-between spaces and sense of place amongst residents in historic cities in Iran during
the middle ages. Earlier in this article, using an interpretive historical study and literature
review, it was demonstrated that spatial liminality is synonymous with the formation
of sense of place/citizenship, mainly generated as a result of the existence of in-between
spaces, such as courtyards and roads in traditional neighbourhoods. In the spatial layer, this
article focused on the percentages of DABs and their correlation with sense of belonging to
place citizenship among Iranian-born residents in each urban block. In a cluster analysis,
the average percentage of areas occupied by local Iranian-born residents showed a reverse
correlation with the extent of DABs in Yazd and Kashan. In all sample blocks, the average
size of areas occupied by Iranian-born residents became higher when the percentage of
DABs was reduced. Such quality demonstrates the deleterious effects of DABs, upon
which sense of belonging was weakened, encouraging further emigration of residents and
shrinking the size of areas occupied by local populations (Table 2).

Table 2. Analysing aspects of spatial liminality of DABs in 12 case studies.

Levels of DABs The Average Percentage of Areas Occupied by Local Iranian Residents Surveyed Blocks

Historic Kashan (average percentage of local settlements per urban block)
High 44% < DABs 48% (Lowest) (B-1 and B-15)
Medium 21% < DABs < 44% 58% (Medium) (B-2 and B-3)
Low DABs < 21% 78% (Highest) (B-16 and B-5)
Historic Yazd (average percentage of local settlements per urban block)
High 39% < DABs 42% (Lowest) (B-43 and B-8)
Medium 32% < DABs < 39% 62% (Medium) (B-30 and B-28)
Low DABs < 32% 74% (Highest) (B-9 and B-47)
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In the attitudinal layer, the majority of respondents in Kashan (65.6%) reported that
accessing cheaper housing opportunities was the major reason for their immigration to his-
toric areas. On the contrary, less than half of the respondents in Yazd (43.7%) reported that
the existence of cheaper housing opportunities was the main reason for their immigration
to historic zones. The results from respondents in Kashan confirm previous studies, where
Behzadfar [11], Mirmiran [12], and Tavakoli [31] suggested that the existence of cheaper
housing opportunities is the major reason for the immigration of vulnerable refugees
and disadvantaged communities to historic areas. A cluster analysis of the percentage of
socio-spatial concerns (stated by participants) demonstrates that lack of sense of belonging
to place (arguably generated as a result of lack of spatial liminality) can be a prevalent
problem in historic urban areas, which is closely related to the larger extents of DABs
(Tables 3 and 4). Here, a descriptive analysis indicates that a large proportion of residents
in Kashan have moved to historical areas for accessing cheaper housing options that may
have developed little or no sense of belonging to the place. The results outlined that levels
of such lack of sense of place (arguably generated as a consequence of lack of spatial limi-
nality) are strongly correlated to the proportion of DABs in Kashan. The analysis reiterates
that levels of sense of place identity among local residents (which arguably equates to
spatial liminality) in historic sample blocks of Yazd and Kashan are extremely low, and
have become independent of DABs.

Table 3. Analysing aspects of spatial liminality in 12 urban blocks.

Historic Kashan (Local Residents’ Concerns)

Levels
of DABs

Access
cheaper
housing
options

Lack of
public
security

Existence of
DABs

DABs must
be reutilized

Pests and
vermin

Foreign
refugees

I Will leave
my house

Surveyed
blocks

High
44% < DABs 69% (High) 31% (High) 85% (High) 69% (High) 8% (High) 17% (High) 77% (High) (B-1 and

B-15)
Medium
21% < DABs < 44%

61%
(Medium)

14%
(Medium)

64%
(Medium)

73%
(Medium)

10%
(Medium)

10%
(Medium) 90% (High) (B-2 and B-3)

Low
DABs < 21% 49% (Low) 11% (Low) 69% 43% (Low) 0%

(Low) 0% (Low) 73% (High) (B-16 and
B-5)

Table 4. Analysing aspects of spatial liminality in 12 urban blocks.

Historic Yazd (Local Residents’ Concerns)

Levels
of DABs

Lack of
public
security

Existence
of DABs

DABs
must be
reutilized

DABs are
dangerous

Pests and
vermin

Foreign
refugees

Addicts or
criminals

I Will
leave my
house

Surveyed
blocks

High
39% < DABs

63%
(High)

83%
(High)

70%
(High)

74%
(High)

15%
(High)

40%
(High)

68%
(High)

65%
(High)

(B-43 and
B-8)

Medium 32% <
DABs < 39%

45%
(Medium)

71%
(Medium)

49%
(Low)

54%
(Medium)

13%
(Medium)

20%
(Medium)

42%
(Medium)

57%
(High)

(B-30 and
B-28)

Low
DABs < 32% 23% (Low) 74%

(Medium) 49% (Low) 23% (Low) 0% (Low) 14% (Low) 34% (Low) 67%
(High)

(B-9 and
B-47)

A chi-square test of independence also suggested that the proportions of residents
who have moved into historic areas to access cheaper housing options are significantly
related to the extent of DABs in Kashan (χ2(1, n = 61) = 11.100, p < 0.05) but not in Yazd
(χ2(1, n = 80) = 10.439, p > 0.05). The analysis reiterates that residents may have developed
little or no sense of belonging to the place (χ2(1, n = 141) = 6.621, p < 0.05). However, the
results show no significant relationship between the sense of belonging/attachment to
the place (as indicated by residents wishing to emigrate from the historic areas) and the
extent of DABs in historic cities (χ2(1, n = 141) = 2.948, p > 0.05). This, in turn, may be
related to the unclear nature of this question requiring cautious and sometimes unreal
answers to be proposed by vulnerable respondents. Additionally, in both Yazd and Kashan,
there were no significant relationships identified between other reasons for immigrating to
historical areas, such as closeness to work or friends and families (χ2(1, n = 141) = 0.004,
p > 0.05), accessibility to other districts (χ2(1, n = 141) = 3.167, p > 0.05), and other factors
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(χ2(1, n = 141) = 2.373, p > 0.05). This, in turn, also reiterates the lack of sense of place (or
perhaps lack of spatial liminality) amongst residents in the selected historic areas.

In all case studies, there are meaningful grounds upon which to believe that the
percentage of residents’ concerns regarding (a real or perceived) lack of public safety (χ2(1,
n = 141) = 12.537, p < 0.05), the stated problems associated with DABs (χ2(1, n = 141) = 4.128,
p < 0.05), and the presence of foreign refugees (χ2(1, n = 141) = 13.103, p < 0.05), as well as a
local demand that DABs must be reutilized (χ2(1, n = 141) = 5.138, p < 0.05) are correlated
to the extent of DABs. This, in turn, reconfirms the lack of sense of place/citizenship
accompanied by the absence of spatial liminality amongst respondents in relevant historic
areas. The results also show a significant relationship between (a perceived or real) lack of
security and the proportion of DABs in Yazd (χ2(1, n = 80) = 10.717, p < 0.05), but not in
Kashan (χ2(1, n = 61) = 2.494, p > 0.05). It is also evident that the percentage of concerned
residents who believe DABs are dangerous (due to attracting antisocial behaviours) is
closely related to the extent of DABs per urban block in Yazd (χ2(1, n = 80) = 5.952, p < 0.05).

The results along with the data triangulation and analysis suggest that today’s lack
of spatial liminality in targeted historic areas has contributed to a lack of sense of place,
identity, and citizenship amongst residents, which, in many circumstances, are strongly
related to the extent of DABs in historic areas. The results and analysis advocate the second
assumption that the existence of DABs (as a tangible aspect) could be strongly related to
the lack of spatial liminality within the studied urban blocks, the absence of which can
further eradicate historic cities.

5. Discussion

Due to such a vast proportion of DABs in Iranian historical cities, this study aimed to
determine the extent to which liminality can inform revitalisation projects and processes
against the formation of DABs. The findings in this research contribute to exploring the
role of place as the third dimension of liminality along with time and event, as proposed
by van Gennep [21]. The discussion draws upon van Gennep’s theory of liminality along
with Thomassen’s [33] spatial liminality and Stavrides’ social liminality [35], positioning
liminality as an emancipatory theoretical and analytical framework, to interpret the nature
and meaningfulness of life in historic cities. The discourse investigates the vulnerability of
citizens in real-life events, which (in line with Van Gennep’s notion of liminality) develops
a post-structuralist approach for analysing conditions of liminality that can be seen as
empirical, lived reality in social science [20]. The theoretical contribution as proposed
here brought about a perspective where spatial liminality can be utilised as a guideline for
understanding and handling historic cities.

By comparing liminal structures of axial ages [33] with the concept of territorial
interdependence [26,35], it was found that the socio-spatial trade-offs amongst social groups
on a larger scale had arguably generated spatial liminality, indicating real-life transitions
in medieval Iranian cities. In addition, the result revealed that, in Iranian historic cities,
heterogeneous communities had recurrently become liminal and undergone their rites of
passage in conjunction with their adjacent neighbouring communities.

Correspondingly, qualitative interpretive analysis suggested that the correlation be-
tween several aspects of spatial liminality (i.e., sense of place, citizenship, territoriality,
and identity amongst residents) and the formation of in-between spaces was significant
during premodern eras in Iranian historic cities. This result is in agreement with those of
a number of previous studies [11,12,27]. The quantitative analysis demonstrated that the
present-day correlation between the extent of DABs and lack of spatial liminality (i.e., the
current lack of sense of belonging to place/citizenship) amongst residents is substantial too.
This reveals multifaceted associations that a sense of belonging to place/citizenship, the
disposition of in-between spaces, and the existence of DABs could convey to the existence
of spatial liminality amongst residents in historic areas and within the larger context of
contemporary Iranian and perhaps Middle Eastern cities (Figure 7).
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Spatial liminality encouraged the formation of interdependent neighbourhoods, built
security and sense of place/citizenship in the district, and effectively promoted communal
participation, which generated self-growing public institutions. Regarding the theoretical
implications of this study, the research reiterates a theory that emigration from historical
neighbourhoods has arguably destabilised and displaced such pre-existing socio-spatial
ecosystems by weakening present day spatial liminality. As spatial liminality discloses
socio-spatial mechanisms, its formation can enhance social life and encouraging residents
to meet personal needs through collective life [40]. Therefore, the formation of social
groups in such neighbourhoods has been observed as a progressive aspect in Middle
Eastern cities that has somehow secured life for multiple minorities by generating spatial
liminality. This study’s findings indicate that such positive socio-spatial qualities relevant
to spatial liminality no longer exist (or only exist in fragmentary cases) in historic cities
today, due to the emergence of contemporary urban transformation [41]. Here, along with
Behzadfar [11], the current study found that current urban problems and the existence of
DABs can encourage further emigration of local residents, and culminates in the formation
of larger extents of DABs.

As spatial liminality represents a new approach beyond contemporary revitalisation
methods, it can contribute to generalising socio-spatial problems and revealing historic
city realities. Here, the major reason for the formation of DABs in historic urban areas is
the emigration of local residents due to current urban problems, lack of spatial liminality,
and the lack of sense of place/identity. The ramification of such emigration proved to
be correlated with the formation of further DABs, which consequently encourages more
families to abandon their properties.

This study’s findings demonstrate that DABs are strongly associated with lack of spa-
tial liminality, the absence of which amounts to a breakdown in community identification
and sense of place/citizenship, which can further eradicate historic cities. Regarding the
practical implication of this study, morphologically informed design methods need to be
developed, particularly in historic areas where there is no reasonable economic stimu-
lation for transforming DABs to reasonable in-between public spaces for re-establishing
socio-spatial interactions and the consequent spatial liminality. In this sense, this paper
acknowledges a need for replacing DABs with morphologically informed courtyards with
regard to the revitalisation of historic cities. Hence, the proposition of such in-between pub-
lic courtyards/roads can arguably facilitate rites of passage for local residents (as opposed
to the physical crossing of borders), including a real-life transition contributing to the sense
of community identification and sense of place/citizenship.

6. Conclusions

The decay of historic cores within contemporary cities, the exodus of population, and
the abandonment of many buildings have resulted in large portions of historical areas
being transformed into dilapidated abandoned buildings (DABs). Spatial liminality, along
with mapped DABs, informs us that the percentage and distribution of DABs increased
by an average of 14% between 2008 and 2018, proving that current revitalisation processes
are inefficient; have lagged far behind a deleterious phenomenon; and have been linear,
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physical, and mostly concentrated on freestanding interventions, rather than considering
grassroots of social life. In response to this problem, this research proposed an original
methodology for understanding socio-spatial vulnerability in historic Middle Eastern cities
(focusing on the Iranian context) by proffering a specific focus on the correlation between
DABs and spatial liminality. The results and analysis section compared several types of
correlation between dependent and independent variables of spatial liminality in historic
cities in Iran.

By discovering the correlation between lack of spatial liminality (that can encourage
the emigration of residents) and the higher proportion of DABs, this study’s findings
indicated that the association between revitalisation programs and liminal conditions in the
context of historic cities of Iran proved to be crucial. Through the lens of spatial liminality,
it was suggested that DABs act as a deleterious phenomenon, which could pertain to a lack
of sense of belonging, citizenship, and place identity among residents. This redresses a gap
in the knowledge; that is, understanding spatial liminality and its social, cultural, physical
and financial implications must be seen as a significant prerequisite for the proposition of
revitalisation programs in all Iranian and perhaps Middle Eastern historic cities. In fact, this
study demonstrated how spatial liminality offers a practical guideline for forming a strong
sense of belonging to place and citizenship in historic cities. Subsequently, the findings
confirmed past studies’ results that residents’ sense of belonging can be the driving force
for revitalisation programmes. In this respect, the research outcomes also line up with
the contemporary literature, where revitalisation of historic cities has become a holistic
matter, to be highly associated with larger city planning and social development schemes.
The research also opens up innovative opportunities for practitioners and policymakers
to be provided with new integrated types of regulations and programs, which are equally
legible among governmental layers, and can directly address infill building practices inside
historic cities.

By highlighting the current and previous spatial arrangements of traditional fabrics,
the research results revealed that when DABs do not include significant/registered her-
itage buildings, it is best to reutilise them, either by implementing building restoration
or by creating new morphologically and socioeconomically informed infill developments
in historic cities that can meet local/regional needs. Nonetheless, in line with liminality
of DABs, this paper acknowledges that other cultural, social, and financial implications
of disused buildings need to be further scrutinised to improve the theory of spatial lim-
inality in conjunction with spatial cultural affairs. In this respect, the rehabilitation of
DABs should consider restoration and rehabilitation in place and unchanged, as well as
revitalisation using the provision of social and economic services. In this regard, studies on
cultural aspects of spatial liminality can become detrimental to future research that pursues
the implementation of in-between spaces as a morphologically informed method for the
socio-spatial revitalisation of historic cities. These aspects are necessarily related to larger
political, spatial, and commercial arrangements pertaining to the implementation of socially
sustainable architecture, appropriate change in land use, and adaptive reuse of existing
structures, as well as generating affordable housing and employment opportunities for
local communities in historic cities.

The current research undertook case studies in 12 urban blocks, within six urban
tissues, in two historic cities of Iran. Street surveys were also conducted among 141 par-
ticipants. In the current research, the number of local Iranian residents who participated
in street surveys would seem to be insufficient, especially for reaching reliable outcomes
that can be generalised in historic cities of Iran. Therefore, a larger number of case studies
and participants need to be investigated. The theory of liminality, as discussed here, can be
further developed by studying spatial liminality in historic cities in countries other than
Iran. In this case, reference to the field research on sub-cultures in different historic Middle
Eastern cities could provide a rich context for conducting further exploration on spatial
liminality. The theory can be further developed by studying spatial liminality in other
historic cities in Europe, Oceania, Asia, Africa, and America.
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